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In Response
On the Relation Between

Applied Behavior Analysis and
Positive Behavioral Support

James E. Carr and Tina M. Sidener
Western Michigan University

Anderson and Freeman (2000) recently defined positive behavioral support (PBS) as a systematic
approach to the delivery of clinical and educational services that is rooted in behavior analysis.
However, the recent literature contains varied definitions of PBS as well as discrepant notions
regarding the relation between applied behavior analysis and PBS. After summarizing common
definitional characteristics of PBS from the literature, we conclude that PBS is comprised almost
exclusively of techniques and values originating in applied behavior analysis. We then discuss the
relations between applied behavior analysis and PBS that have been proposed in the literature.
Finally, we discuss possible implications of considering PBS a field separate from applied behavior
analysis.
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Anderson and Freeman (2000) re-
cently published an article in The Be-
havior Analyst on the relation between
applied behavior analysis and positive
behavioral support (PBS). PBS is a ser-
vice-delivery framework for individu-
als who exhibit aberrant behavior, typ-
ically children in educational settings
and adults in residential settings. These
individuals are frequently, but not al-
ways, diagnosed with developmental
disabilities. Although PBS has guided
some therapeutic practices for over a
decade, its impact has recently expand-
ed to the national level, as evidenced
by the development of a peer-reviewed
journal (Journal of Positive Behavior
Interventions; JPBI), textbooks (e.g.,
Jackson & Panyan, 2001; Lucyshyn,
Dunlap, & Albin, 2002), and a feder-
ally funded U.S. Office of Special Ed-
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Figure 1. Cumulative number of publications
whose title, key words, or abstract included the
phrase positive behavior(al) support as indexed
by the PsycINFO>' database between 1989 and
2002. * Data are reported for only 24 weeks in
2002.

ucation Programs (OSEP) Technical
Assistance Center on Positive Behav-
ioral Interventions and Supports. Fur-
ther, there has been a substantial in-
crease in the number of articles pub-
lished on PBS in recent years (Figure
1). Thus, Anderson and Freeman's
comments on the definition of PBS and
its relation to applied behavior analysis
are timely and particularly relevant for
the behavior-analytic audience.

Anderson and Freeman (2000) pro-
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vide a three-part definition of PBS that
includes the following features: (a)
PBS operates from a person-centered
value base, (b) PBS recognizes the in-
dividuality of each person, and (c) PBS
works towards meaningful outcomes
through comprehensive assessment and
multifaceted interventions. We agree
that these characteristics are generally
representative of PBS. We also believe
these characteristics to be generally in-
dicative of good practice in applied be-
havior analysis. In addition to provid-
ing a definition of PBS, Anderson and
Freeman implicitly present the ap-
proach as one that is compatible with
applied behavior analysis. Although
we believe that the authors provide a
reasonable definition of PBS and agree
with the relation between applied be-
havior analysis and PBS implied in
their article, others have defined PBS
in somewhat different ways and, per-
haps more important, conceptualized
the relation between applied behavior
analysis and PBS in very different
terms (e.g., Carr, 1997). Thus, the pur-
pose of this article is (a) to summarize
the common defining characteristics of
PBS as reported in the literature, and
(b) to discuss the implications of the
various relations that applied behavior
analysis and PBS ostensibly share.

Defining Positive Behavioral Support

We reviewed all of the publications
listed in the PsycINFOa' database that
included discussion of the definition of
PBS. Although PBS has been defined
in somewhat different ways over the
years (e.g., Carr et al., 2002; Sisson,
1992), our review of the literature re-
vealed eight characteristics that were
commonly described. Each of these
characteristics is discussed below. In
addition, we provide evidence from the
applied behavior-analytic literature to
document whether the characteristic is
specific only to PBS or is shared by
both applied behavior analysis and
PBS.

Person-centered planning. Person-
centered planning is a philosophy that

has recently emerged within the field
of developmental disabilities (Kincaid,
1996). The core tenet of this philoso-
phy is that the client should always re-
main the focus of the assessment and
treatment enterprise. In other words,
clinical and educational services
should be guided by the individual
characteristics of the client and his or
her environment. This approach is in
direct contrast to the provision of de-
fault nonindividualized services. Pro-
ponents of PBS, including Anderson
and Freeman (2000), consider person-
centered planning as one of the defin-
ing features of PBS. However, this phi-
losophy is clearly compatible with ap-
plied behavior analysis, which has al-
ways been fundamentally interested in
the behavior of individuals (Baer,
Wolf, & Risley, 1968).

Functional assessment. A PBS inter-
vention begins with a comprehensive
functional assessment that involves the
identification of functional relations
between aberrant behaviors and the
variables that maintain them (Homer,
2000; Sisson, 1992; Sugai et al., 1999).
This is typically accomplished with in-
terviews, descriptive assessment, and
functional analysis, and is often a very
detailed and lengthy process. Although
functional assessment is a defining
characteristic of PBS, it has also been
central to applied behavior analysis for
almost two decades (Iwata, Kahng,
Wallace, & Lindberg, 2000). In fact,
Pelios, Morren, Tesch, and Axelrod
(1999) recently commented on the
ubiquity of functional assessment with-
in applied behavior analysis, which has
resulted in an increase in the use of re-
inforcement-based interventions as
treatment for aberrant behavior.

Positive intervention strategies. PBS
promotes the use of procedures based
on positive reinforcement as opposed
to punishment (Horner, Dunlap, &
Koegel, 1990; Sisson, 1992; Sugai et
al., 1999). In fact, the importance of
positive intervention strategies is one
of the main factors that prompted the
development of PBS (Sugai et al.).
However, Van Houten et al. (1988)
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have long asserted this emphasis to be
important to applied behavior analysis.
The authors stated, "consistent with
the philosophy of least restrictive yet
effective treatment, exposure of an in-
dividual to restrictive procedures is un-
acceptable unless it can be shown that
such procedures are necessary to pro-
duce safe and clinically significant be-
havior change" (p. 113). A content
analysis of research published in the
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis
(JABA) by Northup, Vollmer, and Ser-
rett (1993) supports this position. The
authors stated, "the status of positive
reinforcement as the most basic and es-
sential feature of applied behavior
analysis is reflected in this survey" (p.
534).
PBS proponents also value anteced-

ent-based interventions that function to
prevent the occurrence of aberrant be-
havior. This too is a valued practice
within applied behavior analysis, as
evidenced by recent research on mod-
ifying establishing operations as treat-
ment for aberrant behavior (e.g., Iwata,
Smith, & Michael, 2000).

Multifaceted interventions. Most
PBS interventions are implemented as
comprehensive treatment packages, in-
stead of as a single procedure (Carr et
al., 2002). These packages include not
only specific treatments but also as-
sessments and caregiver-training pro-
cedures. In other words, PBS concep-
tualizes its interventions as compre-
hensive packages (i.e., "wraparound"
services) that include all of the neces-
sary components required to produce
meaningful change. Although many
published contemporary applied be-
havior-analytic research studies may
not include such a comprehensive fo-
cus, high-quality behavioral practice
has long been multifaceted (e.g., Fore-
hand & McMahon, 1981; Lovaas,
1981).
A focus on the environment. Proce-

dures used in PBS programs to produce
behavior change focus on manipulation
of environmental variables. This has
been characterized as "building envi-
ronments with effective consequenc-

es" (Homer et al., 1990, p. 125), de-
signing "effective environments" (Su-
gai et al., 1999, p. 6), and using "in-
terventions that consider the contexts
within which the behavior occurs"
(Haring & De Vault, 1996, p. 116).
This emphasis on environmental alter-
ation is stressed instead of "changing
the person." Such an emphasis on the
environment is, of course, fundamental
to behavior analysis, as shown by
Skinner's (1977) assertion that "we
need to change our behavior and we
can do so only by changing our phys-
ical and social environments" (p. 10).

Meaningful outcomes. The measure
of success of a PBS intervention is the
extent to which it produces change that
is broadly significant to the consumer
and society. The PBS literature has de-
scribed this goal in the following ways:
"meaningful" (Anderson & Freeman,
2000, p. 88), "changes in lifestyle that
permit an individual to be included in
community-based activities from
which he/she was formerly excluded"
(Carr, 1997, p. 208), "socially impor-
tant behavior change" (Sugai et al.,
1999, p. 6), and "an increase in the
social, personal, and professional qual-
ity of their lives" (Homer, 2000, p.
97). According to the PBS literature,
these outcomes may be accomplished
through interventions in areas such as
relationships, employment, education,
recreational activities, and community
participation.

Similar goals are also apparent in
Baer et al.'s (1968) dimensions of ap-
plied behavior analysis, which still
serve "as the standard description of
the discipline" (Cooper, Heron, & He-
ward, 1987, p. 5). Applied behavior
analysis is truly "applied" because it
works toward the goal of producing
behavior change that is important to
both the consumer and society. In ad-
dition, applied behavior analysis is ef-
fective because in its application, "the
theoretical importance of a variable is
usually not at issue. Its practical im-
portance, specifically its power in al-
tering behavior enough to be socially
important, is the essential criterion"



248 JAMES E. CARR & TINA M. SIDENER

(Baer et al., 1968, p. 96). Wolf (1978)
asserted more specifically that applied
behavior analysis would benefit from
having consumers socially validate its
goals, procedures, and outcomes to en-
sure that behavior change is interpreted
as meaningful at these levels. Similar-
ly, Van Houten et al. (1988) stated that
"the ultimate goal of all services is to
increase the ability of individuals to
function effectively in both their im-
mediate environment and the larger so-
ciety" (p. 112).
A focus on ecological validity. PBS

has been described as having a strong
focus on ecological validity, as it re-
lates primarily to stimulus generality
and maintenance, which is accom-
plished with procedures that incorpo-
rate settings and individuals that are
present in the consumer's natural en-
vironment (Carr, 1997; Marquis et al.,
2000). This is an integral feature of
PBS because it is not merely a side ef-
fect resulting from the intervention; it
is accomplished through intentional
and well-planned practices toward a
primary goal of generalization.
One of Baer et al.'s (1968) defining

dimensions of applied behavior analy-
sis is "generality," which the authors
describe as the occurrence of a behav-
ior over time, in other environments,
and in similar but varied forms. Nor-
thup et al. (1993) confirmed this goal
in their review of research published in
JABA by stating, "an increased con-
cern with generalization is clearly re-
flected by an increase in the percentage
of articles that included generalization
data" (p. 534) and "the trend towards
community and other naturalistic set-
tings is clear and robust" (p. 535).

Systems-level intervention. PBS at-
tempts to accomplish its goals through
a systems-level perspective. This in-
volves making decisions and using
procedures derived from policy, prob-
lem solving in the context of a team,
active participation of administrators
and other stakeholders, and inclusion
of various systems in the consumer's
environment such as school, commu-
nity, and family (Sugai et al., 1999).

This "macroanalytic" approach rec-
ognizes the consumer as a part of a
larger and complex system. Because of
this, relationship building is an essen-
tial part of a PBS intervention (Carr,
1997).

In 1987, Baer, Wolf, and Risley re-
visited the seven dimensions of applied
behavior analysis they had previously
defined to discuss them in relation to
then-current issues in the field. The au-
thors maintained that those character-
istics were still appropriate and added
that the "effectiveness for the future
will probably be built primarily on sys-
tem-wide interventions" (p. 325). The
systems application of PBS seems to
be an example of such an intervention.
Further, systems-level interventions
have long been a feature of applied be-
havior-analytic services delivered in
classrooms (Martens & Witt, 1988)
and human service settings (Reid &
Parsons, 2000).

In evaluating the defining features of
PBS as we have understood them from
our review of the literature, we have
concluded that each of them has been
historically important and central to
applied behavior analysis to various
degrees. Further, each of these charac-
teristic practices is firmly rooted in the
applied behavior-analytic literature.
Given this technological and theoreti-
cal overlap, we believe that PBS might
best be described as an approach that
emphasizes important features of ap-
plied behavior analysis.

The Relation Between Applied
Behavior Analysis and PBS

Given the extensive overlap between
applied behavior analysis and PBS, it
is interesting to note the discrepancies
with which the relations between the
two have been described in the recent
literature. Anderson and Freeman
(2000) state, "behavioral analysis is
the theoretical and technological foun-
dation of PBS" (p. 92). This view of a
compatible relation is certainly congru-
ent with our analysis of the defining
characteristics of PBS. However, PBS



IN RESPONSE 249

has also been conceptualized as an
evolutionary descendant of applied be-
havior analysis by well-regarded be-
havioral researchers (e.g., Carr, 1997;
Carr et al., 2002), and it is our opinion
that this might be troublesome for the
discipline of applied behavior analysis
and possibly for PBS as well.
We have categorized the reported re-

lations between applied behavior anal-
ysis and PBS into the following two
categories: incompatible and compati-
ble or inclusive. Each of these relations
is described below.

Applied behavior analysis and PBS
as incompatible approaches. Although
the defining features of PBS are clearly
rooted in, or are at least well matched
with, applied behavior analysis, some
authors have conceptualized PBS as an
approach that is incompatible with ap-
plied behavior analysis, giving it the
status of a separate discipline. For ex-
ample, PBS has been conceptualized as
"a new approach to behavioral con-
trol" (Sisson, 1992, p. 364), "an
emerging conceptual framework"
(Bambara, Mitchell-Kvacky, & lacob-
elli, 1994, p. 263), "an entity in its
own right" (Bambara, 2002, p. 18),
and "an evolving applied science"
(Carr et al., 2002, p. 4). Further, pro-
ponents of PBS have been character-
ized as "reformed" behaviorists (Bam-
bara, 2002). These statements may be
interpreted to imply a separation of
PBS from applied behavior analysis.
The arguments in favor of consid-

ering PBS as a distinct discipline apart
from applied behavior analysis were
first presented by Carr (1997) in an ar-
ticle entitled "The Evolution of Ap-
plied Behavior Analysis into Positive
Behavior Support." Carr referred to
PBS as "a newer branch of applied be-
havior analysis ... [that has] now
evolved to the point of meriting a new
name" (p. 208). He further stated that
PBS has "both incorporated and
moved beyond the parent discipline
[i.e., applied behavior analysis] to as-
sume its own identity" (p. 208). These
assertions were based on three issues
on which PBS and applied behavior

analysis are, according to Carr, funda-
mentally different. Applied behavior
analysis was characterized as being
overly concerned with internal validity
(via the use of atypical intervention
agents and settings and brief observa-
tion sessions) to the detriment of eco-
logical validity. Applied behavior anal-
ysis was further characterized as being
microanalytic in its (a) acceptance of
reductions of problem behavior as a
meaningful outcome and (b) focus on
the individual instead of the social net-
work (i.e., system). The author con-
trasted these characteristics of applied
behavior analysis with three defining
features of PBS: a focus on meaningful
outcomes, ecological validity, and sys-
tems-level change. More recently, Carr
et al. (2002) reiterated these arguments
by stating that PBS

has evolved beyond the parent discipline to as-
sume its own identity [that is] strongly influ-
enced by the realities of conducting research and
intervention in natural community settings that
necessitate changes in assessment methods, in-
tervention strategies, and the definition of what
constitutes a successful outcome. (p. 5)

It is our opinion that, although these
characterizations of applied behavior
analysis may represent some instances
of research or practice, the discipline is
considerably broader in its science, ap-
plication, and theoretical development
than was portrayed. Based on our anal-
ysis of the defining characteristics of
PBS, we believe that conceptualizing
PBS apart from applied behavior anal-
ysis is unsupported by the evidence.

In addition to the above arguments,
proponents of PBS support the incom-
patibility position by claiming that
PBS has evolved not only from applied
behavior analysis but also from the
normalization and person-centered val-
ues movements (Carr et al., 2002).
Thus, it appears that PBS is committed
to the application of behavioral tech-
nology that is guided by normalization
and person-centered philosophies.
However, it can be argued that all sci-
entific and applied endeavors are ex-
plicitly or implicitly guided by various
philosophies of science. That PBS ex-
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plicitly endorses the philosophies of
normalization and person-centered val-
ues does not seem to warrant its clas-
sification as a discipline separate from
applied behavior analysis.

It is possible that proponents of the
incompatibility perspective are re-
sponding to perceived failures of ap-
plied behavior-analytic practice (or re-
search) to consistently address the
technological (e.g., systems-level
change, a focus on ecological validity)
and philosophical issues they value.
However, the ultimate question is
whether perceived failures in some in-
stances of a discipline's practice are
justification for claims of a new field.

Applied behavior analysis and PBS
as compatible or inclusive approaches.
In contrast to the incompatibility po-
sition, PBS has also been conceptual-
ized as compatible with, and inclusive
within, applied behavior analysis. In a
recent technical document published
by OSEP, Sugai et al. (1999) stated,
"Positive Behavioral Support is not a
new intervention package, nor a new
theory of behavior, but an application
of a behaviorally based systems ap-
proach" (p. 6). Similarly, Horner
(2000) stated, "Positive behavior sup-
port is not a new approach.... [It is]
the application of behavior analysis to
the social problems created by such be-
haviors as self-injury" (p. 97). Homer
further stated,
There is no difference in theory or science be-
tween positive behavior support and behavior
modification. These are the same approach with
different names. If any difference exists, it is in
the acceptance of much larger outcomes [by
PBS] and the need to deliver the global tech-
nology that will deliver these outcomes. (p. 99)

These positions are congruent with the
definitions of PBS outlined above, and
with the comments made by Anderson
and Freeman (2000). In other words,
there appears to be no fundamental dif-
ference between PBS and applied be-
havior analysis (see also Newman,
2002). Because the majority of PBS
characteristics are also key practices of
applied behavior analysis, we view
PBS as a behavior-analytic service-de-

livery framework (see also Wacker &
Berg, 2002). The applied behavior
analysis specialty of organizational be-
havior management (OBM) is a related
example. Practitioners of OBM apply
the concepts and principles of behavior
analysis to issues relevant to certain
groups of individuals (e.g., private in-
dustry). However, these practitioners
typically consider themselves as a part
of the field of applied behavior analy-
sis, although their methods are orga-
nized in a way to accomplish their spe-
cific goals. We view PBS in a similar
manner. Proponents of PBS who work
for improved clinical and educational
outcomes are, in our opinion, applying
the concepts and principles of behavior
analysis in a way that meets their spe-
cific goals. In doing so, they value a
technological scope and philosophies
of science that may not be shared by
all applied behavior analysts, but can
still be considered a part of the disci-
pline of applied behavior analysis.

Conclusion

We have attempted two main objec-
tives in this article. First, it was our
intention to explicate the definition of
PBS presented by Anderson and Free-
man (2000). After reviewing the PBS
literature, we have determined that the
primary defining features provided by
its proponents are based on procedures
and approaches developed within ap-
plied behavior analysis. However, de-
spite this extensive compatibility, there
are divergent views on the status of
PBS with respect to applied behavior
analysis. Some authors (e.g., Homer,
2000) implicitly argue that PBS is an
approach within the larger field of ap-
plied behavior analysis. However, oth-
ers (e.g., Carr, 1997) define PBS as a
completely new discipline that is his-
torically rooted in applied behavior
analysis but has since moved beyond
it. Thus, our second objective was to
highlight this discrepancy.

Although some authors have con-
ceptualized PBS as an approach that is
compatible with applied behavior anal-
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ysis (which is supported by the analy-
sis presented in this article), language
contained in some recent PBS publi-
cations could be interpreted as evi-
dence of a new, separate discipline. For
example, JPBI's mission statement
states that the journal "deals exclusive-
ly with principles of positive behavior
support." We find it perplexing that the
journal attributes the fundamental prin-
ciples underlying this approach to
PBS. In addition, two meta-analyses of
the PBS empirical literature have re-
cently been published (Carr et al.,
1999; Marquis et al., 2000). However,
the vast majority of studies reviewed
in these analyses were published in the
applied behavior-analytic literature,
and the techniques were originally con-
ceptualized as applied behavior analy-
sis. As further evidence for PBS being
considered a distinct field, Dunlap et
al. (2000) recently stated that PBS
"has been recommended by a growing
number of professionals, advocates,
policies, and laws" (p. 22). Finally,
Tumbull, Wilcox, Stowe, and Tumbull
(2001) stated that PBS "is the federal
law's preferred strategy for dealing
with challenging behaviors" (p. 1 1),
referring to the Individuals with Dis-
abilities Education Act (P.L. 105-17).
However, this legislation actually uses
the language "positive behavioral in-
terventions," which of course de-
scribes much of the contemporary
technology within, or at least compat-
ible with, applied behavior analysis.
We hope it is clear from our argu-

ments that PBS can easily be charac-
terized as a service-delivery frame-
work within the broader discipline of
applied behavior analysis. However, al-
though some professionals and re-
searchers agree with this characteriza-
tion, our personal experience is that it
constitutes the minority perspective.
Recent events, such as the develop-
ment of a new journal, textbooks,
meta-analyses of the PBS literature, a
federally supported technical assis-
tance center, as well as the increasing
literature base depicted in Figure 1,
may indicate a secession of PBS from

applied behavior analysis. Given the
historical and practical relations be-
tween the approaches, such a schism
seems nonparsimonious at best and di-
visive at worst (see also Holburn & Vi-
etze, 2000).

Proponents of PBS are to be com-
mended for their effective dissemina-
tion strategies. It is clear to us that their
efforts have resulted in widespread im-
plementation of thoughtful, positive,
behavior-analytic interventions. Per-
haps the use of the PBS moniker con-
notes our humane technology and even
allows for better communication of our
procedures (see Bailey, 1991). Never-
theless, we believe that now is the time
to consider the ramifications of sepa-
rating PBS from applied behavior anal-
ysis. Such consideration raises a num-
ber of questions. What will be the
long-term consequences to PBS if their
link to the conceptual foundations of
behavior theory is compromised? What
will be the impact on the clinical ser-
vice-delivery areas (e.g., the behavior-
al treatment of autism) of applied be-
havior analysis with a potentially more
popularized PBS counterpart in the
same marketplace? Will graduate train-
ing programs in PBS be developed,
and if so, what will their impact be on
the relatively few behavior analysis
training programs? We do not intend to
portray PBS as a separatist or revision-
ist movement. However, there may be
unintended consequences to both ap-
plied behavior analysis and PBS as a
result of some of the aforementioned
endeavors. We believe it is time that
proponents of both applied behavior
analysis and PBS seriously consider
the long-term implications of concep-
tualizing PBS as a new, distinct field.
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